
DIVERSITY TERMS TO KNOW 
 
Acculturation: 
The process whereby a person, or an ethnic, social, religious, language or national 
group, integrates with or adapts to the culture, values and patterns of the majority 
group; this process can also involve the absorption of aspects of minority cultures 
into the majority culture patterns. 
 
Affirmative Action: 
A set of explicit actions or programs designed to increase the educational and 
employment opportunities of individuals or groups denied full participation/access in 
those areas. 
 
 Anti-racist Education: 
A perspective that permeates all subject areas and school practices. Its aim is the 
eradication of racism in all its various forms. Anti-racist education emerges from an 
understanding that racism exists in society and, therefore, the school, as an 
institution of society, is influenced by racism. Anti-racist education attempts to 
equip us with the analytic tasks to critically examine the origins of racist ideas and 
practice, and to understand the implication of our own race and our actions in the 
promotion of, or struggle against, racism. 
 
Assessment: 
A process that incorporates a variety of strategies for collecting data about student 
performance. The data may include incidental and directed observation, the use of 
standardized tests administered under structured conditions, and anecdotal reports. 
 
Assimilation: 
A process by which an individual or group completely adopts the culture, values and 
patterns of a different social, religious, linguistic or national group to the extent that 
the attitudes and behavior It shares with the original group are severed; in this way 
a culturally distinct group becomes absorbed by the majority community. 
 
Bias: 
An opinion, preference, prejudice or inclination formed without reasonable 
justification which then influences an individual's or group's ability to evaluate a 
particular situation objectively or accurately. 
 
Culture: 
The totality of ideas, beliefs, values, activities and knowledge of a group of 
individuals who share historical, geographical, religious, racial, linguistic, ethnic or 
social traditions and who transmit, reinforce and modify those traditions. 
 



Cultural Competence: 
 A life-long learning process that helps a person acquire the capacity to 

interact and communicate effectively in environments with individuals from 
diverse backgrounds.  The process for developing cultural competence 
involves both an intellectual and emotional commitment. The primary 
elements for developing cultural competence include (a) personal awareness 
(b) diversity awareness, (c) knowledge of core concepts, and (d) acquiring 
cross-cultural skills.   

 
 At the organizational level, cultural competence can be described as "a set of 

congruent behaviors, attitudes, and practices which come together in a system, 
agency, or amongst professionals to work effectively in the context of cultural 
differences" (Cross, Bazron, Dennis, & Isaacs, 1989).  

 
Cultural Diversity: 
A wide range of differences among people.  These differences include race, ethnicity, 
gender, age, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, religion, and national origin.   
 
Cultural Responsive Teaching: 
Involves development of skill and knowledge-base that enable teachers to use “the 
cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frame of references, and performance styles of 
ethnically diverse students.” This approach makes learning encounters more 
relevant to and effective” for all students“(Gay, 2000, p. 29). 
 
Disadvantage: 
Unfavorable and unequal access to a country's resources (e.g. employment, 
education, better housing). 
 
Discrimination: 
The denial of equal treatment, civil liberties, or opportunity to individuals or groups 
with respect to education, accommodation, health care, employment, or access to 
services, goods, or facilities. Discrimination may occur on the basis of race, 
nationality, gender, age, religious, political, or ethnic affiliation, marital or family 
status, physical, developmental, or mental handicap. 
 
Education Equity:  
Education equity ensures educational practices, policies, academic support, 
curriculum, language, school resources, school culture & school climate are 
structured to support academic success for all students, regardless of race, socio-
economic status, gender, disabilities, language, national origin, religion or other 
characteristics.  Ongoing educational and social supports ensure that all students’ 
needs are met, particularly historically marginalized student populations in public 
schools.  
      
Employment Equity: 



Employment practices designed to eliminate discriminatory barriers and to provide 
equitable opportunities in employment. An employment equity program puts in 
place practices to ensure access without discrimination both to the available 
opportunities and to the possibility of their realization. This usually involves the 
setting of long term and short-term goals to redress previous discrimination and 
inequalities for specified target groups. The legal definition is: “Employment Equity 
means more than treating persons in the same way but also requires special 
measures and the accommodation of differences." (Bill C62, Employment Equity 
Act). Thus the quality of the results is what is important, not the equality of 
treatment. 
 
Ethnic Group: 
An ethnic group is a community that is maintained by a shared culture, language or 
religion; a human group bound together by ties of cultural homogeneity, with a 
prevailing loyalty and adherence to certain basic institutions such as a family 
pattern, religion and language. Everyone belongs to an ethnic group. The term is 
often confused with racial "minority." 
 
Ethnicity: 
The cluster of characteristics, beliefs, attitudes and customs, which distinguishes 
one racial or cultural group from others. 
 
Ethnocentrism: 
A tendency to view events especially from the perspective of one's own culture with a 
corresponding misunderstanding of other cultural groups. 
 
Equal Opportunity Programs: 
An explicit set of policies, guidelines and actions aimed at removing discrimination 
and ensuring that the general community has equal access to and full participation 
in education, employment, housing, health care, goods and other facilities. 
 
Hate Literature: 
Ideologies and beliefs conveyed in written, or electronic form in order to create, 
maintain or worsen hostile and unfriendly attitudes and actions against a specific 
group of people. 
 
Hidden Curriculum: 
The hidden curriculum is the teaching of social and economic norms and 
expectations to students. These norms and expectations are so much a part of 
schooling that they are seldom questioned or consciously examined. It may contain 
elements of unintentional racism due to certain acts of commission and omission. 
The intention to disadvantage may well be absent but the effect is the same. 



 Formal Hidden Curriculum-Refers to stipulated practices, procedures that guide 
student activities or perceptions such as Opening Exercises, Student Behavior 
Code, etc.; Informal Hidden Curriculum-Refers to the unwritten practices or 
procedures that influence student activities and perceptions. 

 
Holocaust: 
Refers to widespread destruction and loss of life, especially the extermination of 
Jews in concentration camps during World War II. 
 
Identity: 
A subjective sense of coherence, consistency and continuity of self, rooted in both 
one's personal and one's group history. 
 
Incidents of Expressed Bias: 
Behavior by an individual, institution or organization whose beliefs, actions or 
programs imply or state that certain races have distinctive negative or inferior 
characteristics determined by hereditary factors. 
 
 Racist behavior- Aggressive, abusive or dangerous acts directed towards racial or 

ethnic minorities. 
 
 Racial (racist) Incidents express racist assumptions and beliefs through banter, 

racist jokes, and name-calling, teasing, discourteous treatment, graffiti, 
stereotyping, threats, vicious insults, physical violence and genocide. 

 
 Racist slurs- Insulting and disparaging statements directed towards a particular 

racial or ethnic group.  
 

 Accessory roles- Less overt acts such as having low academic expectations for 
minority students as well as overt acts such as laughter, silence, or non-
intervention. All of these imply approval of racial prejudice. 

 
Integration: 
Policies or actions that tend to amalgamate diverse racial groups especially in 
matters of housing, politics and social-economic activities. In education In 
particular, such policies or activities would place disadvantaged or handicapped 
children from neighborhood schools into the same schools as privileged children. 
 
The process whereby ethnic minority groups become broadly dispersed residentially 
and in employment, and well represented in public life. 
 
Intolerance: 
Unwillingness to endure and/or respect the beliefs and practices of others.  Racial 
intolerance prevents members of other racial groups from sharing equally or 
benefiting fully from the opportunities available in a community, while religious 
intolerance refuses to accept or respect the religious beliefs of others. 



 
Majority Group: 
Generally applies to a group of people in any given society that is either the largest 
in number or that successfully controls or shapes ideas and policies through their 
control of social, economic, political, and religious groups. 
 
Minority Group: 
Generally refers to the group of people that is either small in number or that has 
little or no access to social, economic, political or religious power within a given 
society. 
 
Monoculture: 
A single culture shared by all members of that society. 
 
Multicultural: 
Relating to the characteristics, value and status of all cultures within a particular 
country and their right to maintain their religious and cultural traditions. 
 
Multicultural Education: 
A broad term which refers to a system of educational activities and curricula that 
embraces the racial, ethnic, religious linguistic, national, international and political 
diversity with a view to promoting understanding and respect of the culture, 
heritage, history, beliefs and values of the people within a multicultural setting. 
 
This implies the development of understanding and pride in one's own ethnocultural 
identity as well as the development of understanding, respect and acceptance of the 
identity and heritage of others. 
 
Multiculturalism: 
The existence within one society or nation of two or more non-homogeneous, but 
equally recognized, ethnic, racial, cultural, linguistic or religious groups. 
 
Multi-Ethnic: 
Relating to the characteristics, value and status of all cultures within a particular 
country and their right to maintain their religious and cultural traditions. 
 
Paternalist: 
One who believes that some cultural groups need help from his/her "superior" group, 
and is ready to give it. 
 
Pluralism: 
A society within which some degree of cultural, linguistic, ethnic, religious or other 
group distinction is maintained and valued by individuals who are also affiliated 
with the broader or majority group. 
 
Prejudice: 
A frame of mind that tends to pre-judge a person or a group in a negative light. This 
negative judgment is usually made without adequate evidence. These negative 
attitudes are often not recognized as unsoundly based assumptions because of the 



frequency with which they are repeated. They become "common sense" notions, 
which are widely accepted, and are used to justify acts of discrimination. 
 
Race: 
A social category used to classify humankind according to common ancestry of 
descent and reliant upon differentiation by general physical characteristics such as 
color of skin, hair texture, stature, and facial features. 
 
Race Relations: 
The quality and pattern of interactions between diverse racial groups within one 
society or nation. The term may also refer to explicit policies and programs devised 
to promote harmonious inter-racial and cross-cultural communication on 
integration. 
 
Racial Discrimination: 
Any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, colour, descent or 
national or ethnic origin that has the purpose of nullifying or impairing the 
recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field or 
public life. 
 
Racism: 
A set of Implicit or explicit beliefs, assumptions and actions based upon an ideology 
that one racial or ethnic group is superior to another and which is evident in 
organizations or institutions, as well as individuals and individual behaviors. 
Racism includes racist slurs (insults or degrading remarks). 
 
 Individual racism- A form of racial discrimination that stems from conscious, 

personal prejudice. 
 Systemic racism: a general employment condition, specific practice, workplace 

that negatively affects employment opportunity or advancement for specific 
groups of people. Systemic racism manifests itself in two ways: (a) Institutional 
racism- racial discrimination that derives from individuals carrying out the 
dictates of others who are prejudiced or of a prejudiced society; and (b) Structural 
racism- inequalities rooted in the system-wide operation of a society which 
exclude substantial numbers of members of particular ethnic categories from 
significant participation in its major social institutions. 

 
School Climate: 
Describes people’s shared perceptions of the organization or work unit (how people 
feel about their organization). The focus is on the impressions, feelings, and 
expectations held by members of the organization’s structure and setting, as well as 
by the social interactions among those who work and learn there.   
 
School Culture: 
A product of the history of the relationships in a school.  Important elements of 
culture are the norms, values, beliefs, traditions, rituals, ceremonies, and myths 
translated by a particular group of people.  Thus, the values expressed in lesson 
plans and classroom teaching, the way the principal runs staff meetings, and the 



decorations displayed in the hallways are all integral parts of school culture.  In 
addition to verbal and written symbols, school culture includes everything from 
nonverbal communication (Does a teacher nod and smile when passing a student in 
the hallway?) to the walls of the school cafeteria (Are they painted in institutional 
green or decorated with a mural?).  
 
Separatism: 
Ideology expressing a preference for separate development of cultural groups in 
economic, social and political terms. 
 
Sexism: 
An implicit or explicit set of beliefs, assumptions, and actions based on an ideology 
that one gender or sex is superior to the other, and which is evident in institutions 
or organizations and their programs, as well as in individuals and individual 
behavior. 
Social Justice: 
A concept based on the belief that each individual and group within a given society 
is entitled to equal opportunity, fairness, civil liberties, and participation in the 
social, educational, economic, institutional and moral freedoms and responsibilities 
valued by the community. 
 
Stereotype: 
The conscious or unconscious attribution of generalized characteristics of a whole 
group to all its individual members. Stereotyping exaggerates the uniformity within 
a group and its distinction from other groups. 
 


